Psychosocial problems presented by patients with somatic reasons for encounter: tip of the iceberg?
Health-affecting psychosocial problems are inherent in general practice, present among one-third of the patients and constituting between 3 and 13% of reasons for encounter. Such problems are not always presented, and often overlooked by the doctors. We aimed to describe the frequency of psychosocial problems presented to the doctor by patients with somatic reasons for encounter, as a proportion of the patients' existing health-affecting problems, and to explore whether characteristics of the doctor, the patient, their relationship or reason for encounter influence the presentation of problems. A questionnaire survey of 1401 consecutive patients visiting 89 Norwegian GPs mapped the prevalence of nine commonly occurring psychosocial problems and the frequency by which they were disclosed during the consultation. From 21% (loneliness) to 59% (occupational stress) of problems were disclosed to the doctors. Reason for encounter was the only factor to influence the disclosure from male patients, while reason for encounter, educational level and income source of the patient, gender of the doctor, and the doctor's previous general knowledge of the patient influenced the disclosure from female patients. Less than half of health-affecting psychosocial problems are disclosed to GPs by patients with somatic reasons for encounter. Occupational stress is disclosed more often than other psychosocial problems. Female patients disclose non-occupational problems more often than male patients, especially if they know the doctor or if the doctor is a woman. Symptoms from the musculoskeletal system are the reasons for encounter most often preceding the disclosure of psychosocial problems.